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1924 that damaged the canal and forced it to close permanently, the issue was not resolved until the 
early 1930s.101 

In 1925, the RC&PPC received the final installment of its original $1.3 million appropriation. At this 
time, expensive tracts remained to be purchased and little work had been completed besides some 
clearing, preliminary grading, and the construction of a rough bridle path. 102 When Secretary of the 
Treasury Andrew Mellon became chairman of the RC&PPC, he requested a second appropriation of 
$600,000 from the federal government. This unleashed a storm of protest within Congress over the 
amount of federal dollars spent on improvements within the District of Columbia. The House ultimately 
supported the additional appropriation on the condition that the money came entirely from allotted D.C. 
funds. t03 At this time, the RC&PPC was also finally given the authority to make minor boundary 
changes, allowing it to sell less significant parcels of land in order to purchase tracts whose future 
development could negatively impact the valley.104 Except for the canal property, all land had been 
acquired by February 1931. 

Design 

While Frederick Law Olmsted, Jr. helped to provide a consistent vision over time, the Rock Creek and 
Potomac Parkway ultimately had many authors. The 1899 plan commissioned by the Washington Board 
of Trade, the 1902 McMillan Plan, as well as the Morrow and Markham design of 1908, all affected the 
fmal solution. When the parkway was altered in later years to accommodate the rise in popularity of the 
automobile and higher speeds, it remained true to the original design tenets of naturalism. 

Design began with the acquisition of property in the late 1910s. Engineers and landscape architects with 
the Office of Public Buildings and Grounds and U.S. Army Corps of Engineers produced the drawings. 
The planning and design phases were also guided by the Commission of Fine Arts. The commission's 
interest in the parkway was considerable, as three of its members had been on the Senate Park 
Commission. Charles Moore (CFA member 1910-1940, chairman 1915-1937) had acted as the secretary 

101 Mackintosh,57-58. 
102 Davis, 166. 
103 U.S. Congress, House, Rock Creek and Potomac Parkway Commission. H. Doc. No. 375, 69 th Cong., 151 sess., 1926, 
passim; U.S. Congress, House, Acquisition of Land to Connect the Parkway between Rock Creek Park, Zoological Park, and 
Potomac Park. H. Report No. 52, Pt. 2, 69th Cong., 15t sess., 1926, passim; U.S. Congress, Senate, To Enable the Rock Creek 
and Potomac Parkway Commission to Complete the Acquisition of Land for the Parkway between Rock Creek Park, the 
Zoological Park, and Potomac Park. S. Report No. 152, 69th Cong., 1st sess., 1926, passim; U.S., Statutes at Large, XLIV, 
396-397,849. In January 1927, Congress allowed the sale of a small tract of the previously acquired land for construction of 
a church building and driveway. Ibid., pp. 1007-1008; U.S. Congress, House, Authorizing Sale of Land at Margin of Rock 
Creek and Potomac Parkway. H. Report No. 1748, 69th Cong., 2nd sess., 1927, passim. 
104 U.S. Congress, Senate, Authorizing Slight Changes in Rock Creek and Potomac Parkway, without Increase of Cost. S. 
Report. No. 1580, 70 th Cong., 2nd sess., 1929, pp. 1-2. 
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and Frederick Law Olmsted, Jr. (CFA member 1910-1918) had been the landscape architect member. lOS 

In his official capacity as a member of the CFA, Olmsted scrutinized the design for the Rock Creek and 
Potomac Parkway. The executive officers of the RC&PPC, drawn from the Corps of Engineers, also 
exerted considerable influence over the design. In 1916, the office issued the first set of detailed 
construction documents. The most prominent landscape architect to develop the initial working 
drawings was James G. Langdon. Earlier in his career, Langdon had worked for many years in the 
Olmsted office and had gained significant experience on the Riverway section of Boston's Emerald 
Necklace; he had also helped Frederick Olmsted with the written report for the Senate Park 
Commission. 

The 1916 design incorporated a variety of changes: additional access from Connecticut Avenue; access 
to the parkway via Lovers' Lane; deletion of a drive along the west bank of the creek; the 
reestablishment of the original valley contours between P and M Streets-requiring major excavation of 
the existing conditions; a single, tree-lined roadway along the Potomac riverfront; and border roads from 
the riverfront to Q Street and from Massachusetts A venue to the Zoo. The plan also called for 
separating the C&O Canal from the creek and raised the issue that the roadway's connection through the 
Zoo created problems. The most radical revision in the 1916 design was the elimination of the Potomac 
Quay, reSUlting from the decline of the economic role of the waterfront. 

During the 1920s and 1930s, engineers and landscape architects with the Army Corps of Engineers and 
Office of Public Buildings and Grounds developed the final construction documents and planting plans. 
In the early 1920s, Lt. Col. Clarence Sherrill was in charge of the parkway. He authorized a new set of 
plans, in part due to additional acquired land. The principal designer Irving W. Payne and his assistant 
Thomas C. Jeffers prepared these drawings. 106 Their plans included further changes to the 1916 design. 
For example, the new design depicted the main drive relocated to the east side of the creek just north of 
the Q Street Bridge, instead of further north near Lyons Mill. An access road from Georgetown, located 
between Mount Zion and Oak Hill Cemeteries, was proposed. 107 Additionally, the elaborate landscaping 
of the P Street bend had been eliminated. 

In September 1924, the new plans were submitted to the Commission of Fine Arts for review. Though 
he was no longer a member ofthe commission, Olmsted's comments were sought. After discussions 
with Chainnan Moore and H.P. Caemmerer ofthe National Capital Parks Commission, as well as a 
thorough site visit, Olmsted prefaced his detailed written remarks with concern for the "striking 
changes.,,108 Olmsted objected foremost to the change in alignment north of Q Street. He argued that 

105 The ideas put forth by the Senate Park Commission had penneated the Commission of Fine Arts from its inception. In 
1910, Burnham became its fIrst chairman; he held the position until his death in 1912. 
106 Davis, 167-168. 
107 This access road ran along the path of Mill Street. 
108 Davis, 174. 
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the requisite cut would increase the risk of landslides along the eastern bank and would necessitate the 
removal of an attractive stand of mature trees. I09 Olmsted emphasized that the guiding principle of the 
parkway's design should be the preservation of "natural sylvan beauty.,,110 In terms ofthe Georgetown 
access road at Mill (27th) Street, Olmsted held that the steep terrain was more suited to a footpath. He 
also argued that the sylvan character surrounding the picturesque cemeteries should not be compromised 
for the sake of convenience. In addition, he deplored the decision to allow industrial uses to remain near 
the mouth of Rock Creek, where their unsightly structures would obscure one of the most significant 
points in the parkway. The Commission of Fine Arts forwarded Olmsted's remarks, with a few 
deletions-based on their design preferences and the fear of political backlash-to the Office of Public 
Buildings and Public Parks. III 

Olmsted did not oppose the Georgetown access road extending from Lovers' Lane that had been 
proposed since the parkway's early planning stages. The cobbled Lovers' Lane had extended from Road 
( R) Street and traversed part of the western valley wall for decades. I 12 Parkway drawings dating from 
the 1930s, however, do not document an access road via Lovers' Lane. Because Congressional 
appropriations were limited throughout the project, the disappearance of this approach road can be 
understood based on financial reasoning, but the political influence of career diplomat Robert Woods 
Bliss and his wife Mildred Barnes Bliss should not be Underestimated. 

The Blisses purchased approximately fifty acres in the heights of Georgetown (around Lovers' Lane) in 
1920 and named their property Dumbarton Oaks. The extensive gardens were developed and planted 
over the next two decades and were recognized for their exceptional design from the beginning. 
Although the Blisses remained abroad until 1933, they were actively involved in the design of 
Dumbarton Oaks, administered and developed by landscape gardener Beatrix Farrand. 

Mrs. Wallace Radcliffe, a member ofthe Georgetown Garden Club, initiated correspondence with 
Mildred Bliss in the mid-1920s to gain access to the gardens for club members. In 1928, Mildred wrote 
the following letter to Mrs. Radcliffe: 

It pleased us very much to have you say you were all glad we had acquired the property 
on S Street beyond 32nd

• I suppose you know of the park-way plans and the desire ofthe 
commission to cut through new streets. We want to help them in every way compatible 

109 This advice was ignored and a landslide occurred in 1935; the northbound lanes were closed the following two years. 
110 Davis, 174. 
III The CF A had also omitted sending Olmsted some information on alternative designs, particularly a proposal to extend the 
parkway across the Watergate steps and under Arlington Memorial Bridge, because offears that he would support this idea. 
Davis, 176. 
112 The alignment of Rock Creek Drive in the neighborhood of Massachusetts Heights extends along the historic path of 
Lovers' Lane. 
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with the preservation of the trees and natural chann of old Georgetown, and I am glad to 
say the commissioners show a very pleasant spirit of co-operation, so we hope that no 
unfortunate, for us, decisions may be made in the future. I think it would break our hearts 
to have a street put through our property. I 13 

As originally proposed, the Rock Creek and Potomac Parkway access road that extended from Lovers' 
Lane would have run through the naturalistic garden of Dumb art on Oaks (today's Dumbarton Oaks 
Park). I 14 

From 1925 to 1933, Major Ulysses S. Grant, III, Director of the Office of Public Buildings and Public 
Parks, was the executive officer of the RC&PPC. Grant was in charge of the parkway during the crucial 
design and development stages. When initially proposed, the boundaries and design had been based on 
the premise that the principal purpose of the parkway was to establish an infonnallinear park that would 
function as a link within a larger park system. Thus, speed was not valued. With the development and 
rise of the automobile, the basic challenge facing the parkway's designers became how to reconcile the 
automobile's increasing capacity for speed and as a means of efficient transportation with the restoration 
and preservation ofthe valley landscape. Most revisions made to the Markham and Morrow 
carriageway design were meant to accommodate "higher" speed motor traffic and to simplify the 
picturesque design elements, while retaining the sense of seclusion of a naturalistic park. It is important 
to recognize that the original design was altered to accommodate 30 m.p.h. traffic. The border roads 
were eliminated and the number of access roads was reduced. Consequently, the valley walls could 
remain more wooded and additional trees could be planted along bare stretches to enhance the natural 
aesthetic. Between the Q Street (Dumbarton) Bridge and Massachusetts Avenue, the parkway split to 
follow separate paths for northbound and southbound traffic, allowing it to better adapt to the site. The 
difficulty of establishing a link for both roadways with Massachusetts Avenue was solved by the 
construction of a viaduct to carry the southbound access road over the northbound parkway lanes to 
connect with the southbound lanes. On the whole, these changes altered the parkway's character from 
local park to traffic artery. I IS 

Construction 

Construction of the parkway began before the land acquisition and the design had been completed. In 
addition to affecting the purchasing power, the low congressional appropriations throughout the late 
1920s also hampered construction. 

III Letter from Mildred Bliss to Mrs. Wallace Radcliffe, May 30, 1928. See, Papers of Robert Woods Bliss and Mildred 
Barnes Bliss, Harvard University Archives, Series II, Box 7, Folder: Georgetown Garden Club and Presbyterian Church. 
114 The Blisses donated the land that became Dumbarton Oaks Park to the National Park Service in 1940. 
1I5 Davis, 176-180. 



NPS Fonn 10-900-a 
(8-86) 

United States Department of the Interior 
National Park Service 

National Register of Historic Places 
Continuation Sheet 

Section _8_ Page ~ 

OMS Approval No. 1024-0018 

Rock Creek and Potomac Parkway 

Name of Property 

Washington, D.C. 

County and State 

In the early 1920s, tenants of dilapidated dwellings in the valley were given eviction notices. Some 
demolition began in 1924 when a few factories and approximately twenty houses were tom down 
around the intersection ofP and 2ih Streets in Georgetown. Some houses remained standing until the 
early 1930s. The ash and debris (that had been dumped by the city's street construction crews) were 
also removed from the valley around Pennsylvania Avenue. 

Without fail, the various individuals that managed the project held that if the public could use parts of 
the park, then they would better appreciate its importance and thus would be inclined to urge Congress 
to release funds for its completion. Because the northernmost portion of the parkway was widely 
recognized for the potential of its scenic qualities, an early project goal was to uncover and augment it as 
necessary. This area, moreover, required the least amount of work. By the summer of 1926, most of the 
area between Calvert Street and Massachusetts Avenue had been cleared. 1 

16 Its slopes were graded and 
planted with sod and honeysuckle (probably Japanese honeysuckle, Lonicerajaponica) in an effort to 
establish natural harmony with the roadway. Then, fifty-seven rustic benches and thirty-six picnic tables 
were installed. 

In 1926, a tactical management decision was made to construct a narrow, two-lane causeway through 
the existing conduit-erected for the creek-within the Massachusetts Avenue embankment. It was 
expected flood often. The strategy held that the problematic condition would become glaringly apparent 
to everyone. In turn, funds would be appropriated to replace the 1901 embankment with a bridge 
spanning the valley that enabled the passage of four parkway lanes below. II7 

In 1929, workers began to realign the creek, just north of Massachusetts Avenue, to allow the roadway 
to pass more easily around rock outcrops. The road was constructed with curbs, gutters, wooden post­
and-rail guardrails, and light posts. By June 1930, northbound vehicular travel from Massachusetts 
Avenue to the Zoo ford was possible. 

With construction of the Arlington Memorial Bridge between 1926 and 1932, the desire to complete the 
riverfront portion ofthe parkway arose. In 1930, Congress finally released funds to construct the 
requisite seawall. Large elm trees were taken away to accommodate the bridge abutments and the sea 
wall; ten of the elms may have been transplanted to the north along the parkway's riverfront.1lS Debris 
and various structures also had to be removed from the riverfront area. Thereafter, over 21,000 cubic 
feet of clay was used to extend the shoreline out to the new seawall. At this time, the foundation for the 
Titanic Memorial was also poured at the water's edge, in alignment with end of New Hampshire 

116 Part of this area became known as Shoreham Hill after the adjacent apartment building was opened in 1931. 
1\7 Davis, 182. 
118 See NPS, NCR Cultural Landscape Report-West Potomac Park Lincoln Memorial Grounds (Aug 1999) p. 45. 
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Avenue.119 Once the fill settled and the road was completed, trees, turf, and shrubs were planted in 
accordance with the landscape plans. This section of the parkway, from K Street to the Lincoln 
Memorial, was opened in April 1932. 

In the 1930s, several national work-relief programs instituted under President Franklin D. Roosevelt's 
New Deal provided a needed boost for the parkway's construction. Rock Creek and Potomac Parkway 
received Public Works Administration (PWA) funding in 1934 under the Hayden Act (which provided 
for road and trail construction in national parks) from both the federal and District of Columbia 
governments, totaling $265,000. PW A money was also secured for seeding grass, planting honeysuckle, 
and other landscaping work between K and P Streets, which opened in late October 1935. Men 
employed under the Works Progress Administration (WP A) performed much ofthe labor.120 

At the beginning of the decade, roadwork between K and P Streets had not begun because of the lack of 
congressional funds. The only existing structures kept as a parkway feature in this section were the 
Godey Lime Kilns, located on the east side of the parkway just south ofL Street. Extensive re-grading 
of the valley between Pennsylvania Avenue and P Street, carried out in the spring and summer of 1935, 
required further excavation of enormous amounts of fill. Two new bridges had to be built at P Street­
one to carry P Street across the valley (completed October 1935) and another to convey the parkway 
over the creek. l2l With the completion of the P Street Road Bridge on June 4, 1936, the roadway, more 
than twenty years after the parkway legislation passed for all intents and purposes, was finally complete. 

Despite the ability to drive continuously along the parkway between the Mall and Rock Creek Park, a 
few substantial projects were completed in the following years. In 1940, Rock Creek was rerouted at the 
bend near P Street; the channel moved west, closer to the road. Work for the stone-clad Massachusetts 
Avenue Bridge also began that year. It was designed to replace the 1901 embankment constructed 
across the valley, that received the notoriously narrow two lanes through its culvert in the 1920s. The 
bridge was completed in 1941. 

In the 1920s, American cities began to build small neighborhood parks for the specific purpose of 
providing space for team sports and other, more vigorous, recreation. Accordingly, Rose Park at 26th 

and 0 Streets, a public swimming pool, at 25th and N Streets, and tennis courts at the southern end ofP 
Street Beach, were added to the RCPP in the 1940s. These parcels of land were transferred from the 
National Park Service to the Government of the District of Columbia in 1972. 

119 Gertrude Vanderbilt Whitney's granite sculpture had been sitting in a gallery in New York City since 1916 while 
Con!,rress wavered on the site. The exedra was designed by Henry Bacon. 
120 Davis, 184-185. 
121 When the roadbed was brought to this point, traffic was initially forced to travel out of the valley, cross the P Street 
Bridge at street level, and then descend back into valley. 
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Finally, The Arts of Peace, by James Earl Fraser, were erected in 1951. The pair of sculptural groups 
stand on either side of the roadway at its intersection with Lincoln Circle and mark the beginning of the 
parkway. The neoclassical sculpture established an architectonic connection between the extensive park 
system for the District of Columbia and the formal components around the Mall as designed by the 
Senate Park Commission. In its report, the commission described the juncture as follows: 

At the head of the canal [reflecting pool] a great rond point, placed on the main axis of 
the Capitol and the Monument, becomes a gate of approach to the park system of the 
District of Columbia. Centering upon it as a great point of reunion are the drives leading 
southeast to Potomac Park and northwest by the Riverside drive to the Rock Creek 
system of parks .. , Memorial Bridge leads across the Potomac ... Crowning the rond point 
should stand a memorial. .. 122 

Commissioned in 1925, The Arts of Peace received design approval from the Commission of Fine Arts 
in 1933. The limited funds during the Depression and World War II made their completion dubious. As 
an act of reconciliation and friendship, the Government ofltaly cast and gilded the monumental statuary. 
Dedicated in 1951, the erection of The Arts of Peace marks the end of the period of significance for the 
Rock Creek and Potomac Parkway. 

Subsequent Changes 

The explosive growth in car ownership and automobile commuting in the early decades of the twentieth 
century led to a different perception of the Rock Creek and Potomac Parkway. Many changes made to 
the parkway after its completion were the result of automobile traffic pressures. What had originated as 
a park for recreational drives had transformed into a fast-paced thoroughfare providing a direct link 
between the neighborhoods in upper northwest D.C. and suburban Maryland with downtown 
Washington. Within a year of the parkway's completion, rush hour traffic had become so heavy that 
parkway officials established a one-way policy for peak commuting hours. The institution of the rush 
hour commuter pattern in 1937 established the parkway as a major and unequivocal traffic artery. In an 
attempt to reinforce the park qualities, however, speed limits were reduced from 30 miles per hour to 22 
m.p.h. Today, the legal speed limit on the parkway varies between 25 and 35 m.p.h. 123 

After the Second World War, regional planners appealed for congressional funds and argued that 
parkway expansion was vital to the region's economic growth. Tension over the parkway's dual 
functions as park and highway persisted as Washington's suburban popUlation and the number of 

122 Moore, 51. 
123 The speed limit is 25 m.p.h. at the beginning-from the Lincoln Memorial to Virginia Avenue-and the end-around 
Shoreham Hill. In between, the limit is 35 m.p.h. 
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commuters grew. 124 Most post-war highway proposals for Washington, supported by the highway 
departments of the District arId MarylarId, included drastic charIges to the Rock Creek arId Potomac 
Parkway.125 For example, plarIS to extend U.S. 240 (now 1-270) through the Rock Creek Valley called 
for replacing Beach Drive (in Rock Creek Park) arId the Rock Creek arId Potomac Parkway with a six­
larIe expressway.126 The plans tended to be criticized primarily for their potential effects on Rock Creek 
Park as opposed to that of the Rock Creek arId Potomac Parkway; it seems that the inherent nature of the 
latter was commonly held to be a commuter artery. Intense arId widespread public opposition eventually 
defeated this expressway scheme. Over time, alterations to the roadway produced a straighter road with 
longer arId more gradual curves, arId simplified landscaping. For example, in 1957, widening arId 
straightening occurred between K arId P Streets. 

The tunnel beneath the National Zoological Park was the last significant alteration affecting the 
parkway. Although the RCPP enabling legislation specifically stipulated that the parkway was to 
comlect to Rock Creek Park, establishing a suitable connection remained a contentious issue for years. 
The hilly ground of the National Zoological Park, founded in 1889, and the Union Benevolent 
Association Cemetery, founded in 1865 arId purchased as a buffer by the Zoo in 1890, established a 
natural barrier between the upper arId lower portions of the Rock Creek Valley. Initially, in order to 
travel from the parkway to Beach Drive in Rock Creek Park, motorists had to enter the Zoo grounds arId 
cross two fords within its road system. That created problems because the Zoo was only open during 
daylight hours arId the fords were not passable during high water. By 1933, D.C. trarIsportation 
engineers, NPS officials, arId the NCPC recognized the highly problematic aspects of the situation. 
Over the years, various tunnel proposals were put forth by traffic planners. WWII brought most road 
construction to a standstill. In the years immediately following the war, other projects were deemed 
more importarIt. In the early 1950s, the planners pursued designs for a high-volume connection between 
the parkway arId Rock Creek Park, including a proposal for a pair of two-lane tunnels. 127 In 1960, the 

124 When Rock Creek Park was extended into Maryland in the 1930s, it encouraged the notion that its roads, as well as the 
RCPP, were intended to be COIlUl1uter routes. See: Davis, 195. 
125 For example: the De Leuw, Cather, & Company's 1946 "Transportation Plan for the City of Washington," prepared for 
the D.C. Board of Commissioners, stated that transforming the RCPP into an expressway was vital for Washington's 
economic health; a 1948 study by the D.C. Highway Department called for rebuilding all of the city's highways; the 
NCP&PC's 1950 Comprehensive Plan supported the development of mass transportation, while turning Rock Creek and 
Potomac Parkway into a modem six-lane highway; District Highway Department Plan of 1952; Gilmore Clarke and Michael 
Rapuano, "Report on certain projects in the Highway Improvement Program of the Commissioners of the District of 
Columbia as these projects relate to the parks and parkways under the jurisdiction of the National Capital Parks of the 
National Park Serive," 1952; Harland Bartholomew and Associates, "A Report Upon Proposed Highway Improvement 
Program for the District of Columbia," 1952, prepared for NCPC. Also see Levey and Freundel Levey, 10-26. 
126 This highway would, in tum, connect to the proposed "Inner Loop" freeway, intended to encircle the downtown area, as 
well as the "Three Sister's Bridge," to be built across the Potomac River just north of Georgetown. Two access ramps to the 
Inner Loop were erected over the parkway at K Street, before this idea was abandoned. These aborted structures were not 
tom down until 1998. 
127 Zoo officials had not been part of the planning process before 1957. 
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Zoo finally acquiesced to an extension of Beach Drive, in the fonn of a two-lane wide, 750' -long tunnel 
running underneath the Zoo administration building, after the NPS offered to provide the Zoo a fence to 
screen Beach Drive, an entrance at Harvard Street, and an additional parking lot. 128 Interestingly, the 
local newspapers hailed the tunnel as a benefit for commuters, while the NPS managers discussed it in 
tenns of serving visitors to Rock Creek Park and the Zoo. The tunnel and its access road, incorporating 
a road bridge across the creek, opened in August 1966. 129 The entire road surface was also re-paved 
that year. 

Changing public ideas about the purpose of urban parks led to modifications in the design and function 
of the Rock Creek and Potomac Parkway. Over time, incremental widening of the roadway encroached 
on the right-of-way and compromised some recreational aspects of the park. in the 1960s, the growing 
popularity of outdoor recreation and individual exercise programs led to changes in the use and design 
of the parkway. Bicyclists emerged as a vocal constituency. In the 1970s, after failed attempts to 
establish a rush;.hour bike lane, the bridle trail along the western side ofthe valley floor was paved. 
Finally, a "par course," beginning on Shoreham Hill with exercise stations extending to the Waterside 
Drive Overpass, was constructed. 130 

A survey of park roads conducted in 1987 by the Federal Highway Administration found that much of 
Rock Creek and Potomac Parkway failed to meet Federal standards for parkways in urban areas. It 
detennined that: the road was too narrow and lacked medians in some areas; the curves were too sharp 
and not sufficiently banked; entrances and exits had hazardous locations and provided insufficient space 
for merging. The survey produced recommendations for improvements. Because these changes would 
undoubtedly prove detrimental to the parkway's historic and aesthetic integrity, they have not been 
adopted. In 1991, the roadway north of Virginia Avenue was resurfaced. The following summer, 
extensive improvements were carried out along the waterfront section, from Virginia Avenue to West 
Potomac Park: the road base was repaired and re-paved, drainage improved, and the concrete curbs were 
replaced with granite. Repairs were made to the Belgian block median. Today, the parkway's managers 
try to control traffic use, rather than alter the road. 131 

In 2004, as part of the environmental mitigation for the widening of the Woodrow Wilson Memorial 
Bridge (Interstate 95 in between Alexandria, VA and Prince Georges County, MD), the Zoo Ford, 
located near the northern end of the parkway, was removed from Rock Creek. Historically, the asphalt 
ford had linked a northern tenninus of the parkway with the Zoo Road, which ran through the 
Smithsonian Institution property and then connected to Beach Drive in Rock Creek Park. The Zoo Ford 

128 Remnants of the original northern end of the RCPP roadway can be seen below the western end of the Calvert Street 
Bridge, in the creek-approximately lOO feet west of the Zoo Road Bridge, and along the creek banks at this point. 
129 Davis,208-209. 
130 Davis, 212-213. 
131 Davis, 215-216. 
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had not been used since 1966, the year the Zoo Tunnel and Zoo Road Bridge opened to the public. The 
National Zoological Park wanted the ford removed to allow for unobstructed fish passage in the creek. 132 

Effects of the Rock Creek and Potomac Parkway 

The purpose of late-nineteenth-century parks and parkways was to serve as places of recreation, 
especially for those least able to escape the city. Regrettably, the Rock Creek and Potomac Parkway 
destroyed some of the homes of those citizens who would have benefited the most. The design of the 
parkway called for the removal of many residences and industrial buildings along the eastern edge of 
Georgetown. In 1908, in an attempt to end the debate on the c1osed- versus open-valley plan, the Senate 
ordered Major Jay J. Morrow to study the existing conditions of the valley; Morrow, with his assistant 
Captain E.M. Markham, produced the Report Upon Improvement of Valley of Rock Creek, from 
Massachusetts Avenue to Mouth of Creek. They held that the removal of "sordid housing" was 
consistent with the fundamental premise of City Beautiful planning. The blocks in Georgetown between 
M and P Streets and 28th Street and the creek were known as "Herring Hill," and represented one of the 
areas in the neighborhood where blacks lived. Tim Davis has documented that many houses demolished 
under the RC&PPC authority near the valley'S edge were not in poor condition, for example, the 
residences (two-story, vernacular, brick, flat fronts) located on the south side of the 2500 block ofP 
Street. 133 The fact that the RC&PPC ignored the reality of Washington's housing crisis-a shortage 
experienced since the beginning of the war-that it removed fine housing stock, and that, in general, 
Georgetown was not considered a desirable neighborhood at the time, reflects an element of 
discrimination and callousness. 134 Nevertheless, the demolition of Georgetown houses for the parkway 
was consistent with the goals of the Progressive Citizens' Association of Georgetown, founded in 1926, 
which sought to mitigate urban nuisances. The clean-up of the lower Rock Creek Valley and the 
creation of the adjacent new park land dovetailed with the local efforts to rid the neighborhood of the 
various pockets of alley dwellings. Today, the lower Rock Creek Valley is essentially appreciated only 
as a natural boundary between the West End, Dupont Circle, and Kalorama neighborhoods along the 
eastern side and Georgetown, Massachusetts Heights, and Woodley Park on the west. Thus, the removal 

132 The ford was one of eight obstacles removed from Rock Creek to facilitate the "fishway." The elimination of all 
obstacles along the entire length of the creek was the goal of this mitigation project. 
133 See Davis, 148 IT. P Street, especially the 2700 block, was home to most of Georgetown's black upper-class; see 
Kathleen Lesko, Valerie Babb, and Carroll Gibbs, Black Georgetown Remembered: A History of Its Black Community from 
the Founding of "The Town of George " in 1751 to the Present Day (Washington, D.C.: Georgetown University Press, 1991). 
134 In the first decades of the twentieth century, Georgetown was not considered a prestigious place to live. In 1903, 
Washington's social registers listed 219 families as living in Georgetown. Soon afterwards an exodus began so that by 1924, 
only twenty-five socially prominent families remained. The departures reflected the desire to escape the industrializing 
waterfront and the deteriorating or out-of-style building stock. But by the late 1920s, for various reasons, the socially 
prominent began to return; most of these people, however, would not have been native Washingtonians or people coming 
from elsewhere in the city. 
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of buildings in "Herring Hill" denied much of the role that the creek historically played in Georgetown's 
social, industrial, economic, and architectural history. 

Lessons learned from the construction phase of the Rock Creek and Potomac Parkway increased the 
authority and power ofthe Commission of Fine Arts in terms of Washington's development history. For 
example, when the dilapidated 1871 M Street Bridge was tom down in 1925, the Georgetown Citizens' 
Association sought its immediate replacement. Congress provided a modest appropriation for the 
project. Consequently, the District engineers necessarily designed a utilitarian structure to meet the 
budget. The ensuing debate surrounding the new M Street Bridge became a test of the authority of the 
Commission of Fine Arts. The commission, chaired by Charles Moore, was highly opposed to the 
proposed design, especially because the bridge incorporated a trabeated system. During the debate, the 
local press established that the public favored cost over beauty. 135 Although the commission lost this 
battle, it won the war, when it convinced Congress to enact the Shipstead-Luce Act (1930).136 The 
legislation significantly expanded the commission's role. It granted review authority over park 
structures, as well as any private and public property adjacent to federal park and parkway land. 

Frederick Law Olmsted, Jr. 

One of the lesser goals ofthe City Beautiful movement was to definitively establish the role of the 
professional designer as societal leader. Over his long career, Frederick Law Olmsted, Jr. (1870-1957) 
did much to further this notion. As the son and namesake of the most renowned landscape architect of 
the nineteenth century, the young Rick enjoyed prominence within the profession from an early age. 
While attending Harvard, he spent his final summer in Daniel Burnham's office working on plans for 
the "White City" ofthe 1893 World's Columbian Exposition. Upon graduation, he worked for a year at 
the Biltmore site in Asheville, NC.137 At the age of twenty-five, he officially entered Olmsted, Olmsted 
& Eliot in November 1895. The following year Charles Eliot died unexpectedly. When Olmsted, Sr. 
was forced to retired in 1897, because of his mental health, Rick became a full partner along with his 
step-brother, John Charles Olmsted (1852-1920). The firm's name became Olmsted Brothers; the 
practice continued under this name for sixty-three years.138 In 1898, Harvard President Charles Eliot 
(father ofthe deceased partner) asked Rick to organize the country's first university curriculum 
(undergraduate) in landscape architecture. In 1899, the brothers were among the eleven founders of the 

135 Davis, 177. 
136 Public Law 231, 71 st Cong., S. 2400. 40 U.S.c. 121,46 Stat. 366. 
137 His father's fmallarge project. 
138 Rick continued the Olmsted Brothers name after John's death, because he considered the numerous names the fum had 
had to be unfortunate. The partners continued to use the name after Olmsted, Jr. retired in 1949. The name was changed to 
Olmsted Associates in 1961. 
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American Society of Landscape Architects. Rick became the Charles Eliot Professor of Landscape 
Architecture when the Harvard program opened in 1901 and held the position until 1915.139 

In 1901, Frederick Law Olmsted, Jr. received his first important appointment as a partner in the firm 
when Senator James McMillan asked him to be on the Senate Park Commission for Washington, D.C. 
Working with his father's peers, Rick helped to reinvigorate L'Enfant's vision for the nation's capital as 
a work of civic art, directed its future growth, and establish the Rock Creek and Potomac Parkway as the 
entrance to the city's park system. During the following decades, Olmsted, Jr. consistently promoted 
and guarded the McMillan Plan through his tenure on the Commission of Fine Arts (1910-1918), the 
National Capital Park Commission (1924-1926), and the National Capital Park and Planning 
Commission (1926-1932). In addition, he was either an important advisor or the designer for significant 
Washington landscapes, including Rock Creek Park, the White House grounds, the Lincoln and 
Jefferson Memorial grounds, Theodore Roosevelt Island, and the Cathedral Church ofSt. Peter and St. 
Paul (Washington National Cathedral), as well as the Rock Creek and Potomac Parkway. 

The McMillan Plan became Olmsted, Jr.'s springboard for comprehensive planning. By 1909, he had 
completed or was working on planning designs for Detroit, Utica, Boulder, Pittsburgh, New Haven, 
Rochester, and Newport. He had also begun the suburban masterplans for Forest Hills Gardens in 
Queens and Roland Park outside of Baltimore. In 1910, Olmsted, Jr. was asked to lead the first 
organization of the nascent planning profession, the National Conference on City Planning. He was one 
of only a few planners to achieve success in both the City Beautiful and City Efficient movements. 
Seven years later, he helped found the American City Planning Institute and was then elected its first 
president. His ideas about neighborhood-centered development, the importance of common open and 
recreational spaces, and the need for maintenance plans continue to influence development philosophy 
today. 

With John C. Olmsted's death in 1920, Olmsted, Jr. became the senior partner in the office. At that 
time, it was the largest landscape architecture firm in the world. In the latter part of his career, Fredrick 
Law Olmsted, Jr. spent most of his time on public service projects that dealt with the conservation and 
preservation of state and national parks. For example, the key language in the 1916 Congressional Act 
that established the National Park Service was his. For the next thirty years, he proceeded to guide the 
development of national parks across the country, including Acadia, the Everglades, Yosemite, and 
Rock Creek Park. In 1928, he wrote guidelines for selecting and acquiring land for the park system for 
the State of California, which became the model when other states began to pursue land conservation 
measures. 

139 He continued to lecture periodically and maintained an advisory role for advanced students until 1917. 
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In 1949, Olmsted officially retired from the firm. He died eight years later in Malibu, California, 
leaving a legacy of more than fifty years' worth of work advancing the fields oflandscape architecture, 
comprehensive planning, and environmental conservation. 

Fredrick Law Olmsted, Jr.'s influence on the Rock Creek and Potomac Parkway's design and 
development was furthered through former employees of the Olmsted firm who took federal jobs that 
gave them oversight over the project. For example, James G. Langdon and Thomas C. Jeffers had both 
worked for the practice before joining the Office of Public Buildings and Public Parks. 140 Langdon 
served the government office from 1915 to 1921 and Jeffers worked there from 1923 to 1930, when he 
became the chieflandscape architect with the National Capital Park and Planning Commission. In 
addition, Irving W. Payne had attended Harvard's program in landscape architecture, where he almost 
certainly studied under Olmsted. Payne began his long service with the Office of Public Buildings and 
Public Parks in 1918. 

140 In 1925, the department was reorganized as the Office of Public Buildings and Grounds. In 1933, the responsibilities of 
the OPBG were transferred to the National Park Service. 
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The Lower Rock Creek Valley Historic District (Rock Creek and Potomac Parkway Historic District) comprises 
approximately 173 acres within the northwest quadrant of the District of Columbia. The property incorporates 
Reservation 360 in its entirety. It also includes Rock Creek Drive, and its parallel retaining wall and sidewalks 
(within Reservation 332, West Potomac Park), extending from The Arts of Peace sculpture located at the 
northwestern edge ofthe Lincoln [Memorial] Circle to Theodore Roosevelt Memorial Bridge. 

Boundary Justification 

The boundary of the Lower Rock Creek Valley Historic District (Rock Creek and Potomac Parkway Historic 
District) was detennined by the historically defined function ofthe parkway, as established by the Senate Park 
Commission (McMillan Commission). The parkway was designed to link the Mall and Potomac Park141 to the 
National Zoological Park and Rock Creek Park. Accordingly, the contiguous land associated with Rock Creek 
Drive, within West Potomac Park, and Reservation 360 has been historically associated with the parkway. 

141 Potomac Park was renamed East and West Potomac Parks. 


